Summary. An Introduction.
Summary. An endogenous chromophore regularly associated with rat alpha, fetoprotein was detected by a systematic study of the fluorescence spectra of the protein purified by immunoabsorption. This fluorescent ligand, of low molecular weight, was dissociated from rat alpha l fetoprotein by exhaustive dialysis of the protein at low concentration. A phase partition method with aqueous preparations of rat alpha l fetoprotein allowed extraction of this chromophore into n-butanol and determination of its spectrofluorimetric characteristics : an excitation maximum at 305 nm and an emission maximum at 365 nm. We have also shown that this endogenous chromophore competed with estradiol-17P for the same binding sites in rat alpha l fetoprotein. In conclusion, the implication of a specific transport role of this protein for small ligands in fetal development is discussed.
Introduction.
Alpha, fetoprotein (AFP) is a fetal plasma protein produced in large quantities by the fetal liver and yolk sac (Bergstrand and Czar, 1956 ; Abelev, 1974 Figure 2 shows the ultraviolet spectra of these samples. Two molar extinction coefficients at 278 nm were obtained (4.55 x 10 4 and 5.20 X 10 4 M-1 cm-1 for samples I and II, respectively). However, the overall shape of the spectra was identical.
Spectral differences between the two samples were also found by spectrofluori- Further, the fluorescence intensity of the protein increased (i.e., quenching decreased). This was more evidence that the crhomophore was dialyzable (i.e. of low molecular weight). We also removed the chromophore by treating the rat AFP samples (1 mg/ml) with a mixture of Norit-A charcoal (3.3 mg/ml) and dextran (0.33 mg/ml).
It was possible to extract the chromophore into an organic medium by phase partition with n-butanol. The excitation and emission fluorescence spectra of the butanolic fraction were recorded after this extraction ( fig. 4) . The excitation and emission maxima of the chromophore were 305 and 365 nm, respectively, in n-butanol ; they were slightly displaced towards the blue relative to the maximum in aqueous solution or associated with AFP. The quantum yield of the chromophore in n-butanol was calculated as 0.08.
Chromatographic study. &horbar; In order to compare the chromophore described here with the mixture of fatty acids isolated from fetal rat serum by Benassayag et al. (1977 Benassayag et al. ( , 1979 (Evrain et al., 1978 ; Grigorova et al., 1980) (Benassayag et al., 1977) and having a high affinity binding site on AFP (Carleton Hsia et al., 1980) . 
